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Abstract 
Learners of a second language may succeed in acquiring the linguistic competence of that language. However, the 
communicative competence is more important in social interaction with native speakers. Therefore, many principles are 
postulated for building up learners' communicative competence such as: the Cooperative Principle, the Politeness Principle and 
the Irony Principle (Leech 1983). This paper will focus on one of these principles, i.e. the Politeness Principle and intends  to 
answer the following questions: 
1. What is the Politeness Principle? 
2. What are the maxims and sub-maxims of the Politeness Principle? 
3. What is the relation between indirectness and politeness?  
Moreover, the Politeness Principle, together with its maxims and sub-maxims, will be applied to Oscar Wilde's The Importance 
of Being Earnest (1894) to signify its role and importance in real life and to show how it works in face-to-face interaction. The 
paper concludes that the Politeness Principle is essential for learners to interpret indirect utterances in natural communicat ion and 
dramatic dialogue, as well.  
1. Introduction 
 The politeness principle (PP) is formulated according to Leech (1983: 81) as follows: in its negative form 
“minimize (other things being equal) the expression of impolite beliefs” and in the corresponding positive form:  
“Maximize (other things being equal) the expression of polite beliefs”. Accordingly, PP has a negative and a 
positive pole.  Negative politeness is concerned with minimizing the impoliteness of impolite illocutions such as 
ordering (which belongs to the directive class).  Positive politeness, on the other hand, which is considered less 
important, is concerned with maximizing the politeness of polite illocutions such as offering and thanking, which 
belong to the commissive and expressive classes, respectively. The function of PP is to "maintain the social 
equilibrium and the friendly relations which enable us to assume that our interlocutors are being cooperative" in 
their communication with us. (83). Moreover, PP provides the general explanation of indirectness in 
communication, i.e., how to mean more than what is said. The PP employs six maxims with their sub-maxims to 
perform its functions. These maxims are illustrated in the analysis below. 
2. The Aim of the Study 
This study aims at applying the PP and its maxims and sub-maxims to the analysis of a dramatic text, namely, The 
Importance of Being Earnest (1894) by Oscar Wilde, to show how it functions in face-to-face interaction since 
dramatic dialogue is considered as a reflection of natural life interaction and communication. 
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3. The Analysis 
The PP maxims and sub-maxims are applied in the analysis of the dramatic dialogue of The Importance of Being 
Earnest as follows: 
3.1. The Tact Maxim (TCM) 
The Tact Maxim is the most important kind of politeness.  It is expressed as follows: 
(a) Minimize cost to other [(b) Maximize benefit to other] 
Since PP is concerned with a relationship between two interactants in a conversation, other will be identified with H 
(Hearer) or with some third party, who may or may not be present in the speech situation.  The TCM applies to the 
impositive (i.e., directive) and commissive categories of illocution which intend to produce an action A by H or S 
(Speaker), respectively.  This action A may be measured by a COST-
specifies how much the act referred to in the propositional context (x) of the speech act is judged to cost or benefit s 
or h  (Leech, 1980: 86).  Thus, any proposition or action may be evaluated by a cost-benefit scale.  Accordingly, if 
we keep the imperative mood constant in the following examples, and move along the cost-benefit scale, we find that 
the less costly an A is to H, the more polite, as can be seen below (table 1). 
  
1. LADY BRACKNELL                                                              Cost to H           less polite 
      .... Come here Prism! 
                   (III: 65) 
2. ALGERNON 
     ... Tell me the whole thing. 
                   (I: 6) 
3. JACK 
     Well, produce my cigarette case first 
    (I: 7) 
4. LADY BRACKNEL  
     Come here. Sit down. Sit down immediately. 
    (III: 57) 
5. JACK 
     ... Examine it carefully before you speak. 
    (III: 67) 
6. ALGERNON 
     ...Have some bread and butter 
    (I: 4)                                                                 benefit to H        more polite 
 
 
As we can notice fro
the bottom; thus the degree of politeness increases.  The impositive in (1) is costly to Miss Prism who avoids meeting 
Lady Bracknell because she is ashamed of the big mistake she committed in the past, i.e., losing a baby who appears 
Cecily, to his wicked friend Algernon.  However, in (3) he agrees to say the whole thing if Algernon gives him his 
 and her daughter.  
Lady Bracknell gets angry to see her daughter falling into the arms of Jack. The action in (5) is beneficial to both S, 
he 
baby she lost twenty years ago. Obviously, (6) is courteous to Jack; therefore, it is interpreted as an offer.  In all these 
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Consequently, politeness can be increased by using an indirect strategy.  This strategy operates on an 
s point of view, illocutions are ordered with respect to the length of the 
path (in terms of means-ends analysis) connecting the 
more indirect illocutions are, the more polite because they increase the degree of optionality and diminish their force.  
Thus, the indirectness scale works together with the OPTIONALITY SCALE 
according to the amount of choice which s allows to h
following examples (table 2). We notice that all the examples below are interpreted as impositives.  Additionally, this 
interpretation of impositives is graded according to tact.  The most direct form of impositives is the imperative as in 
(7).  As we move from the most direct form at the top of the scale towards indirect forms, the degree of politeness 
increases.  We should notice that tact is closely correlated with indirectness, and that the degree of indirectness is 
correlated with the degree of optionality for H not to perform the intended action A.  The imperative form in (7) 
implies that S believes that H will do A, thus H has no choice in the matter.  Therefore, (7) is less polite than (8-12) 
in which different forms are applied.   One step more tactful than (7) is (8) in which a proposition is used since a 
proposition does not require an action as its response. A more tactful form than a statement form is the question form 
impositive with the force of a request by means of implicature. One step further towards tact is to use a question form 
 ability as in (10) because it provides H with a truly unconstrained choice of doing what  S wants or not. 
Yet another step further in tact and in commitment-avoidance is to use the unreal forms of (11) and (12), thus giving 
H an excuse for non-
hypothetical situation, rather than the here-and-now situation of s  
                7. JACK               directness less polite 
     ... Produce my cigarette case 
  (I: 7) 
 8. ALGERNON 
     ... I want you to reform me. 
  (II: 31) 
 9. GWENDOLEN 
     Will you take the time for me? 
  (III:56) 
 10. JACK 
     ... Can you forgive me? 
  (I: 42) 
 11. JACK 
     ... Would you kindly inform me who I am? 
  (III:68) 
 12. CECILY 
      Algy, could you wait for me till I was thirty-five? 
  (III: 63)          indirectness    more polite 
 
The POWER-SOLIDARITY SCALE is also used to measure politeness according to the power or authority 
of one participant over the other, and the social distance and relevant role each participant plays towards the other.  
These socially assumed rights and duties are also important in the evaluation of the cost or benefit of a proposition.  
The following exchanges illustrate the point. 
13.    JACK            
          
 ALGERNON                                      
Well, I ke       
up and change?  It is perfectly childish to be in deep mourning for a man who is actually staying for      
a whole week with you in your house as a guest. 
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                     (IBE II: 38)  
In his first sentence, Jack wants to prevent Algernon from having any relationship with Cecily; therefore he uses a 
declarative form with an impositive force.  Algernon, in his turn, tries to change the topic of the conversation in a 
less tact is required among intimates, as in (13) above, and by the one who has the power, as in (14) below. 
 14.  LADY BRACKNELL (. . .) 
                               Prism! (. . .)  Come here, Prism! (. . .)  Prism!  Where is that baby? 
       (IBE III: 65-6) 
 
Lady Bracknell, who is superior to Miss Prism, gives no attention to TCM. Moreover, the stage direction indicates 
 
humble manner and shame. We should also notice that when the social distance between S and H is great, more 
politeness is required.  This can be illustrated by c
below. 
15.   CHASUBLE                         
I will return to the church . . . Miss Prism has been waiting for me in the vestry.                 
     LADY BRACKNELL (Starting)                                  
Miss Prism!  Did I hear you mention a Miss Prism? 
       CHASUBLE                                   
Yes, Lady Bracknell.  I am on my way to join her. 
    LADY BRACKNELL                                  
Pray allow me to detain you for a moment. This matter may prove to be one of vital importance                     
to Lord Bracknell and myself. 
      (IBE III: 65)  
 to the great 
 
3.2 The Generosity Maxim (GNM)  
This maxim tends to go in pair with TCM as follows (Leech, 1983: 132): 
(I)  TACT MAXIM (in impositives and commissives) 
 (a)  Minimize cost to other [(b) Maximize benefit to other] 
(II)    GENEROSITY MAXIM (in impositives and commissives) 
 (a)  Minimize benefit to self [(b) Maximize cost to self] 
        
However, TCM is more important than GNM since politeness is focused more strongly on other than on self. 
Furthermore, sub-maxims (b), those in square brackets, are weaker and less important than sub-maxims (a) because 
they are a natural corollary of the first and because negative politeness (avoidance of discord) is a more weighty 
consideration than positive politeness (seeking concord). Sometimes, there is little need to differentiate TCM from 
GNM in practice.  For instance, the following examples can be explained in terms of either of these maxims: 
16. LADY BRACKNELL                                       
. . ... I rely on you to arrange my music for me. 
ALGERNON                                        
ou kindly come into the next room for a moment.  
       (IBE I: 12) 
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The offer made by Algernon in (16) is considered polite because (a) in applying TCM, it implies benefit to Lady 
Bracknell and (b) in applying GNM, it implies cost rather than benefit to Algernon. In some cases, however, the act 
becomes beneficial to both S and H, as illustrated in the following exchange in which A is beneficial to both S 
(Jack) and H (Gwendolen) : 
               17. JACK            
       . . . we must get married at once.  There is no time to be lost.       (IBE I: 14) 
 
 In certain situations, TCM alone is relevant as in giving advice which implies benefit to H, but it does not imply cost 
to S except for the locutionary act of giving the advice itself.  
          18. JACK                                    
May I ask you then what would you advise me to do? 
  
 LADY BRACKNELL                                       
I would strongly advise you, Mr Worthing, to try and acquire some relations as soon as possible and to . . . produce at 
any rate one parent, of either sex, before the season is quite over.                                             
       (IBE I: 19)
Lady Bracknell would not allow Gwendolen, her only daughter, to marry Jack, unless he produces evidence of his 
origin.  Therefore, Lady Bracknell in (18) advises Jack to try to find out who his parents are. Yet, in some cases 
 
19. CECILY                                 
There is just one question I would like to be allowed to ask my guardian. 
               GWENDOLEN                                     
An admirable idea! 
       (IBE II: 50) 
is omitted.   
3.3 The Approbatiom Maxim (APM) 
This maxim is expressed as follows: 
(a) Minimize dispraise of other [(b) Maximize praise of other] 
We can notice that APM is applied to the assertive and expressive categories of illocution.  In addition, it prevents S 
from saying unpleasant things about others, and more particularly, about H.  Thus, compliments are highly valued 
according to the APM. Illustrative examples of APM are (20) and (21): 
20.  JACK                            
 name of Ernest - - - 
me at all. 
           GWENDOLEN              
                It suits you perfectly.  It is a divine name.  It has a music of its own.  It produces  vibrations. 
      (IBE I: 14)
the other hand, may be 
the name of Ernest prevents him from doing so. Dr. Chasuble, too, observes APM, as illustrated in (21) below. 
21.  CECILY                
         
              CHASUBLE 
                You have done a beautiful action to-day, dear child. 
        (IBE II: 37)
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Dr. Chasuble praises Cecily for her reconciling Jack with Algernon who came 
 
Since other -2), it is 
also possible to praise a third party who may or may not be present in the speech situation, as illustrated in (22). 
   22.  LADY BRACKNELL                                           
Algernon is an extremely, I may almost say an ostentatiously, eligible young man.  He has nothing, but he looks 
everything.  What more can one desire? 
       (IBE III: 61-2)
Howe  
3.4 The Modesty Maxim (MDM) 
The Modesty Maxim can go in pair with APM since they are both concerned with a bipolar scale:  the praise-
dispraise scale.  The MDM and APM are stated as follows:     
              (III)        APPROBATION MAXIM (in expressives and assertives) 
  (a)  Minimize dispraise of other [(b) Maximize praise of other] 
 (IV) MODESTY MAXIM (in expressives and assertives) 
  (a)  Minimize praise of self [(b) Maximize dispraise of self] 
 
We notice that MDM concentrates on self, while APM on other
other more 
strongly than on self.  In (23), Cecily observes MDM: 
   
  23.   ALGERNON   
                   But how did we become engaged? 
           CECILY  
                  . . . I daresay it was foolish of me, but I fell in love with you, Ernest. 
        (IBE II: 40)
Cecily considers herself foolish because she fell in love with Ernest before meeting him.  She finds him attractive 
ever since Jack told her and Miss Prism about the existence of his younger wicked brother. 
     The MDM is also exemplified in the intrinsic co s 
remarks convey some good or bad evaluation of other and of self". Consider (24) below: 
24. LADY BRACKNELL                                    
 
       (IBE I: 10) 
Here, Lady Bracknell applies two strategies of the apology:  the expression of the apology and the explanation.  
explicit expression of the apology, the expression of responsibility, the explanation, the offer of repair and the 
 
3.5 The Agreement Maxim (AGM) 
       The AGM is expressed as follows:  
       (a) Minimize disagreement between self and other [(b) Maximize agreement of self and other] 
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praise of herself, thereby observing AGM as well as APM. 
   
       25. GWENDOLEN                       
                     I am always sma  
  JACK                  
                         
     (IBE I: 10) 
 
3.6 The Sympathy Maxim (SMM)         
       The SMM is expressed as follows:              
       (a) Minimize antipathy between self and other [(b) Maximize sympathy between self  and ther]  
 
The SMM is exemplified in some courteous speech acts such as congratulations and condolences, as in (26) and (27) 
below. In (26) Dr. Chasuble offers his c
Gwendolen in (27) sympathize with each other when they find out that they have been deceived. 
 
 26.  CHASUBLE                                      
Mr  Worthing, I offer you my sincere condolence. You have at least the consolation of knowing that you were 
always the most generous and forgiving of brothers. 
       (IBE II: 33)  
 
27.  CECILY               
              A gross deception has been practised on both of us. 
   GWENDOLEN                    
                 My poor wounded Cecily! 
  CECILY   
     My sweet wronged Gwendolen! 




This paper illustrates the importance of the politeness principle in natural interaction. Learners of English 
should be able to apply this principle, together with its maxims and sub-maxims, because violation of any of the 
maxims will result in conflict and misunderstanding. If the learner needs to breach one of the maxims, in some 
contexts of situation, he/she should apply some mitigation strategies to tone down the impoliteness of his/her 
proposition. 
therefore, to maintain social equilibrium between S and H.  Leech (1983: 82) puts it very clearly as follows:  
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